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Preface to the Second Edition 



This is a new, fully revised edition of a book that was originally released by Fortress Press in 2003, 
which was itself a revision of my doctoral dissertation at the University of Toronto’s Centre for the 
Study of Religion (completed in 1999). If you have not already done so, please visit the book’s 
website to pay an amount that you feel is appropriate for your use of this book: 
http :// philipharland. com / associations/?p=42 . 

There are two main advantages to this new 2013 edition over its previous incarnations. First of 
all, I engage with more recent scholarship (from the past 10 years) on important points, particularly 
in parts one and two on the associations. In some cases, I have shortened the discussion here if I 
have more fully developed the ideas in my subsequent work on Dynamics of Identity in the World of 
the Early Christians (New York: Continuum, 2009). 

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, I provide hyperlinks to inscriptions that are discussed 
in the text and that are now gathered together on the companion website to Associations in the 
Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2012) = AGRW: 
http://philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/. Users can simply click on an inscription in 
the pdf and be brought to information about the inscription, including a description, the original 
texts (Greek or Latin), and, often, an English translation. I also continue to maintain an easy-to- 
read companion website for the present book accessible at the following address: 
http://philipharland.com/associations/?p=43. These arrangements may also assist instructors who 
wish to make use of both the sourcebook and this book (or parts of it) within courses on social or 
religious life in the ancient Mediterranean, 

My wife, Cheryl Williams, and my two sons, Justin and Nathaniel, have been an ongoing 
support throughout my work. I would like to thank the following people who have generously 
taken the time to offer suggestions and criticisms at various stages: John S. Kloppenborg, Roger 
Beck, Peter Richardson, Keir Hammer, Richard Ascough, Philip Sellew, Dave Graham, Harold 
Remus, Leif E. Vaage, and K.C. Hanson, as well as members of both the Canadian Society of 
Biblical Literature and the Society of Biblical Literature. Andreas Bendlin’s comments on chapter 6 
for preparation of this new edition have been very helpful in clarifying our agreements and 
disagreements. Colleagues at both Concordia University and York University have supported my 
work in various ways. Grants from York University have aided my research, including the 
construction and management of the websites. I would like to thank Fortress Press for transferring 
the copyright to me for this second edition. 
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Introduction 



Western Asia Minor as a Hub of Early Christianity 

Western Asia Minor was a hub of early Christian social and literary activity. Paul himself spent 
considerable time in the region (especially at Ephesos), perhaps several years, and a circle of his 
followers actively wrote from there to “congregations” or “assemblies” ( ekklesiai ) in the same 
vicinity, producing the writings we know as the Pastoral epistles (1-2 Timothy, Titus), Ephesians, 
and Colossians. Stories of Paul’s adventures in this part of the Mediterranean were told and re-told 
well after his death, as the Acts of the Apostles and the apocryphal Acts of Paul show. Writings 
attributed to Peter likewise find their home here, in the form of 1 Peter, a “diaspora” (dispersion) 
letter written to Jesus-followers in Asia, Bithynia, and other provinces of Asia Minor. John, the 
Judean prophet of the Apocalypse, communicated his visions regarding the destinies of God’s 
people and Satan’s people to congregations in seven cities of Asia, Ephesos among them. There are 
also strong traditions that place the Johannine communities-as represented in the Gospel of John 
and the epistles (1-3 John)-in western Asia Minor. 




Figure 1: FLarbor street at Ephesos. 
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The importance of this region for early Christianity is not limited to the New Testament. It 
was precisely to Christian assemblies living in the area that Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, wrote his 
letters in the early second century. The renowned bishop Polycarp lived his long life in Smyrna 
before it ended in martyrdom in his eighties (about 160 CE or Common Era = ad). So it is 
worthwhile investigating social and cultural life in western Asia Minor, including cities like 
Ephesos, since this is the world in which many followers of Jesus lived and breathed, and in which 
many early Christian documents were produced and read. Yet this is certainly not the only reason 
why research in this area is so valuable. 

Asia Minor was a lively centre of activity for another closely related set of communities in the 
first centuries. The Jesus movement began within Judean culture (or, Judaism) and networks of 
Judeans dispersed throughout the Roman empire, including Asia Minor, continued to be important 
for this new-born movement as it made its way into the Greco-Roman world. Much of our 
evidence for Judeans settled outside of the homeland pertains to Asia Minor (perhaps second only to 
Alexandria in Egypt and the city of Rome itself). Evidence for these “gatherings” or “synagogues” 

(. synagogai ) comes partly from Josephus, who refers to civic and imperial decrees concerning Judeans 
at Ephesos, Sardis, Pergamon, and elsewhere (in the late first century BCE). Our knowledge is also 
greatly enriched by archaeological discoveries dating to the first centuries of the common era. 
Beyond the substantial remains associated with the synagogue in the bath-gymnasium complex at 
Sardis (dating to the third century or later), there are also numerous monuments and plaques with 
inscriptions that give us glimpses into the lives of Judeans at numerous locales, including Ephesos, 
Smyrna, Hierapolis, and Akmoneia. 

From a bird’s eye view of culture in the Roman empire, Judean synagogues and Christian 
assemblies stand together as cultural minority groups, primarily due to their shared devotion to only 
one God (“monotheism”) in a culture where the acceptance of many gods (“polytheism”) was 
standard. Yet a closer look at the diversity of these groups in light of other local associations may 
draw attention to the complexities involved in understanding the place of synagogues and 
assemblies within Greco-Roman society. 

Christian congregations and Judean synagogues were, by no means, alone as unofficial 
gatherings within this cultural landscape. Their Greek and Roman neighbors likewise joined 
together in informal groups, guilds, or “associations” ( koina , synodoi, thiasoi, mystai, phratores, 
synergasiai, collegia) under the patronage of deities like Zeus, Dionysos, and Demeter. Associations 
gathered together regularly to socialize, share communal meals, and honor both their earthly and 
their divine benefactors. In fact, cities like Ephesos were dotted with such groups, groups which 
may open a new window into the world of early Christians and diaspora Judeans. 

In many ways, these associations provide us with close social analogies for both assemblies and 
synagogues. Moreover, although for the sake of clarity in discussion I often use the terms 
“assemblies” or “congregations” for Jesus-followers, “synagogues” for Judeans, and “associations” for 
others, we shall see that synagogues and assemblies share many important features with these others 
associations. Some associations in the ancient Mediterranean world expressed their identities in 
similar terms, using “synagogue” and “assembly” for a meeting or for the group itself, for instance. 
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As I discuss at some length in Dynamics of Identity in the World of the Early Christians (Harland 
2009, 36-60), ancient observers, Judeans, and Christians alike recognized this parallelism, sometimes 
describing synagogues and assemblies in terms drawn from the world of associations. 1 
Investigating the evidence for associations on its own terms and then proceeding to the task of 
comparison will advance our understanding of the place of Judeans and Jesus-followers within the 
realities of social life in the ancient Mediterranean. 

A journey into cities like Ephesos, therefore, brings us into direct contact with the real world 
where congregations and synagogues (and their individual members) lived and developed. Paying 
close attention to archaeological evidence or artifacts from cities of Asia Minor may bring this 
world to life and provide a new angle of vision on Judeans and Jesus-followers, as well as their 
Greek and Roman neighbors. 



Figure 2: Monument from the 
fishery toll-office at Ephesos, now in 
the museum at Selguk / Ephesos. 




1 E.g. Pliny the Younger, Epistles 10.97.7-8 (= AGRW L40); Lucian of Samosata, The Passing of Peregrinus 11 (= 
L17); Celsus in Origen, Against Celsus 1.1; 3.23; 8.17 (= L19); Ignatius of Antioch, Eph. 12.2; 19.1; Tertullian, 
Apology 38-39 (= L18); Eusebius, HE. 10.1.8 (= L2l); Josephus, Antiquities 14.215-16, 235 (= L33); Philo, Embassy 
to Gains 312, 316 (= L37) and On Virtues 33.178. 
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A Visit to Roman Ephesos 



Traveling through a city in Roman times, one would encounter an array of monuments, statues, 
and buildings indicative of the populace’s social and cultural life. An imagined visit to Ephesos in 
the second century with an eye for small group life will draw attention to neglected issues 
concerning group-society relations and imperialism that will occupy us throughout this study. 
Docking at the harbor of Ephesos (see photo in figure l), one cannot help but notice the nearby 
fishery toll-office, where an impressive monument of blue marble lists the donations by members of 
an association of fishermen and fish-dealers, along with their families ( IEph 20 = AGRW 162; see 
figure 2). Among those honored by the construction of this building are the emperor Nero and 
members of his family, as well as both the Romans and the Ephesians. One family also paid to have 
two altars dedicated within a special room devoted to the “great gods” of Samothrace, gods who are 
known for protecting devotees against the hazards of seafaring. Looking closer, one discovers 
another deity watching over and protecting those who engage in business here, the Egyptian 
goddess Isis. The statue of Isis was donated to “the workers” in the toll-office by a wealthy woman, 
who dedicated it to Ephesos’ patron deity, Artemis, and to the emperor Antoninus Pius ( IEph 1503 
= AGRW 169). 

Walking along harbor street towards the theater, we happen upon two stalls near the market 
where silversmiths sell their products, including statues of the goddess Artemis ( IEph 547). The 
author of the Acts of the Apostles (19:23-41) relates a story when the silversmiths and other 
craftsmen at Ephesos gathered in the theatre (figure l) in defense of the city’s patron deity, Artemis 
Ephesia (see figure 3). The prominence of the silversmiths’ guild at Ephesos becomes clearer as we 
encounter several other inscriptions during our visit, including those on graves and honorary 
monuments (-> silversmiths). Among them is a statue for T. Claudius Aristion, an important official 
of the city who was also high-priest in charge of sacrifices for the emperors at the provincial 
imperial cult of Asia ( IEph 425 + 636). This statue was set up during the principate of Domitian 
(81-96 CE), when an imposing provincial temple was built in the upper section of Ephesos for the 
“revered ones” ( Sebastoi in Greek = Augusti in Latin), the emperors and members of the imperial 
family. These revered imperial gods were likewise important to another association at Ephesos: the 
devotees of the goddess Demeter, who publicize a letter from the Roman proconsul acknowledging 
their “mysteries and sacrifices” not only for Demeter, but also for the Augusti ( IEph 213). 

Unless we happened to be acquainted with local, inconspicuous groups devoted to Christ and 
the Judean God, we would not know that (also in the late-first century) two leaders had written to 
congregations living in Ephesos and other parts of Asia Minor. One Jesus-follower exhorted them 
to “ honor the emperor ” (l Peter 2:17) and the other warned them against the dangers of “worshiping 
the beast ” (Revelation ch. 13). We may be able to learn something important about the place of 
congregations within Greco-Roman society if we pay special attention to these contrasting 
approaches among Jesus-followers, positioning these approaches in relation to concrete practices 
encountered within other associations and synagogues. 
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Figure 3: Statue of Artemis of Ephesos, now in the Naples 
Archaeological Museum. 
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Scholarly Context 



This brief visit to Ephesos provides us with glimpses into the cultural world in which Judean 
synagogues and Christian assemblies lived and developed alongside many other associations. This 
visit raises subjects that will occupy us throughout this study, which is concerned with assessing 
and comparing the place of diverse associations, synagogues, and assemblies within the framework 
of the Greek city (polls) under Roman rule in Asia Minor (ca. 27 BCE-161 CE). In particular, what 
role did imperial cults, honors, and connections play in the external relations and internal life of 
these groups? My central argument is that associations in Roman Asia Minor, including some 
synagogues and assemblies, could participate in certain aspects of civic life under Roman rule, 
including involvements in imperial honors and connections. Most associations were not, as often 
assumed, subversive groups in consistent tension with the structures of the city and empire. Rather, 
despite occasional involvements in civic disturbances, there was ongoing positive interaction 
between these groups and society. This study aims to move the discussion forward by making 
extensive use of inscriptions and artifacts that allow us to compare actual associations with 
synagogues and assemblies rather than merely theorizing in a vacuum about the relationship 
between such groups and various dimensions of society around them. 

The approach of scholars who categorize both Judean gatherings and Christian assemblies as 
“sects” in conflict with society hinders a proper understanding of the spectrum of possibilities in 
interactions between specific groups and certain aspects of the society in which they lived. There 
was a range of perspectives and practices among Judeans and Christians with regard to separation 
from, or involvement in, particular aspects of society, including imperial honors and connections. 
Virtually all Judeans and Christians, it seems, rejected active participation in honoring the emperors 
as gods in rituals and sacrifices. However, there were involvements in other aspects of civic life, 
including other imperial honors or connections that did not necessarily acknowledge the emperors 
as gods. 

The author of the Apocalypse, on the one hand, clearly condemned any form of honoring the 
emperor (the beast in league with Satan in his view), and he also took a sectarian stance in speaking 
against other social, economic, and cubic contacts with imperial aspects of civic life. On the other 
hand, opponents of John such as the Nicolaitans (Rev 2:14-16, 20-25) participated more readily in 
some areas of social and cultural life within the city, including communal meals with fellow 
inhabitants and some imperial-related practices. 

Many other Judeans and Jesus-followers likewise took a more moderate position with regard to 
participation in imperial honors and connections that did not necessarily entail viewing imperial 
figures as deities. Epigraphic evidence reveals that some synagogues did maintain connections with 
and honor imperial functionaries and emperors. In contrast to the Apocalypse, the authors of 1 
Peter and the Pastoral epistles encouraged followers of Jesus in Asia Minor to honor or pray for the 
emperor. Attention to these and other imperial dimensions of group-life among associations, 
synagogues, and assemblies tells us something important about how these groups claimed a place 
within society under Roman rule. 

This study seeks to fill a significant gap in research by resolving problems that present 
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themselves at the intersection of several areas of scholarship on social and cultural life in the Greco- 
Roman world. There are three main areas of study to consider here. First, associations have drawn 
some attention from scholars since the height of their study around the turn of the twentieth 
century which witnessed the production of the foundational studies of Paul Foucart (1873), 
Wilhelm Liebenam (1890), Erich Ziebarth (1896), Jean-Pierre Waltzing (1895-1900), Franz Poland 
(1909), and Mariano San Nicolo (1912-13). Until recent years, however, most studies by scholars of 
ancient history have focused on the legal situation and organizational characteristics of associations. 
Few have approached these groups with sociohistorical questions concerning group-society 
relations in mind, and there is a lack of local or regional studies. 2 Although associations have drawn 
the attention of scholars of early Christianity (especially since the 1970s), only recently have some 
begun to study associations on their own terms or attempted comparative, sociohistorical studies 
and there has rarely been a focus on group-society relations and imperial aspects of society. 

When it comes to questions of how such groups related to society and culture in city and 
empire, there are widespread assumptions within scholarship which presuppose antagonistic 
relations. Many scholars say far less, if anything, of what we encountered in our walk through 
Ephesos-the involvement of groups in imperial honors and connections of various types-than they 
do of the occasions when associations became involved in disturbances that sometimes brought 
controlling actions by authorities. Most common are notions that associations were subversive and 
that their relationship with civic or imperial society were predominantly negative. G.E.M. de Ste. 
Croix (1981, 273, 318-20), for instance, includes associations among the lower-class means of social 
protest, discussing them only in terms of their involvement in civic unrest and stressing the 
authorities’ suspicion and control of them. He says nothing of evidence concerning the 
participation of these same groups within society, including positive interactions with Roman 
officials. De Ste. Croix is by no means alone in focusing on incidents such as civic disturbances and 
imperial control to the neglect of other dimensions of group-society relations. 

Second, some ancient historians tend to neglect or downplay the significance of the emperors 
in the cultural life of the populace, especially when it comes to assessing imperial cults, namely 
rituals that involved the apparent recognition of the emperors as gods. M. P. Nilsson (1961, 384-94) 
and G. W Bowersock (1965, 112-21), for instance, characterize imperial cults as solely political 
phenomena, lacking genuine importance for the populace in areas like Asia Minor. The present 
study is indebted to Simon Price’s foundational work, Rituals and Power (1984), which marks a 
turning point in the study of imperial cults in Asia Minor. Price and others, such as Steven Friesen 
(1993, 2001) and Stephen Mitchell (1993, 1.100-117), are challenging previous assumptions and 

2 Theodor Mommsen (1843) focused on legislative matters, and several other scholars followed this path (Conrat 1969 
[1873]; Radin 1910; Carolsfeld 1969 [1933]; Duff 1938). Foucart (1873) focused on internal organization, and 
others have pursued this (cf. Liebenam 1890; Waltzing 1895-1900; Ziebarth 1896; Kornemann 1901; Oehler 1893; 
Oehler 1905; Poland 1909; San Nicolo 1912-13; Calhoun 1913). The period from the 1920s to the 1960s was 
relatively subdued, though several articles and studies touched on associations (cf. Tod 1932; Roberts 1936; 

Ferguson and Nock 1944; Nilsson 1957). The renewed interest in social history since the 1960s has been 
accompanied by attention to associations among scholars of ancient history. See, for instance, MacMullen 1966, 
1974b; Schulz-Falkenthal 1965, 1966, 1971, 1973; Cenival 1972; Ausbiittel 1982; Cazanove 1986; Fellmeth 1987, 
1990; Royden 1988; Fisher 1988a, 1988b; Brashear 1993; Nijf 1997; Jones 1995, 1999; Dittmann-Schone 2000 
Arnaoutoglou 2003; Aneziri 2003; Sommer 2006. 
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beginning to assess the significance of the emperors within intertwined social, political, and 
cultural dimensions of life. Still, these scholars have not yet investigated associations in this regard. 

The evidence for associations provides a new vantage point on the significance of rituals and 
other honors for the emperors at the local level. Participation or non-participation in such activities 
will tell us something about where to locate groups on a cultural map of the Roman empire. It will 
also serve to correct the picture of associations as primarily subversive or anti-Roman groups. 

One reason for the unbalanced scholarly picture of associations within ancient society relates to 
a scholarly focus on literary and legal sources to the neglect of archaeological and epigraphic 
evidence (i.e. material remains, buildings, monuments and inscriptions). A more balanced picture 
of associative life emerges when we give attention to the inscriptions, which attest to ongoing 
engagements by many groups in imperial connections and honors within the cities. 

This brings us to a third contribution of the present study. Scholars interested in Judean and 
Christian groups or literature of Asia Minor have touched on social questions regarding the 
relationship between these groups and surrounding society. However, there is a tendency to stress 
conflicts, tensions, and separation to the neglect of other aspects of group-society relations (much 
like the conflict-centred approach of those who have studied other associations). 

Recent studies of synagogues in Asia Minor show that Judean groups were not isolated and 
introverted communities living in a hostile environment. Instead, the relationships between such 
cultural minority groups and their civic environments varied and was quite complicated. A.T. 
Kraabel (1968) and Paul R. Trebilco (1991), for example, draw attention to neglected evidence 
which suggests some degree of interaction between diaspora Judeans and their Greek neighbors. 
These scholars point towards areas of participation in civic life on the part of some synagogues. 
They argue that some degree of integration within society did not necessarily amount to the 
dissolution of the group or the loss of Judean distinctiveness, and I would suggest that similar 
insights should at least inform our approach to Christian assemblies. Scholars are increasingly 
recognizing that some, perhaps many, synagogues could find the city to be a home in important 
respects. Yet few scholars focus on the evidence for Judean groups’ involvements in imperial aspects 
of civic life specifically, including imperial honors and connections. These involvements may tell us 
more about the place of these groups within society. 

Unfortunately, this revised picture of diaspora Judean groups within the city is not always taken 
as a cue for reassessing Christian assemblies’ places within Greco-Roman society. Recent years have 
seen a growing interest in the social world of Christian literature pertinent to Asia Minor, including 
1 Peter, John’s Apocalypse, the Pastoral epistles, Colossians, Ephesians, and Ignatius’ epistles. 3 Yet 
those who consider the issue of group-society relations are often preoccupied with the 
characterization of congregations as “sectarian” in a sociological sense, and many scholars stress 
Jesus followers’ separation from, or lack of participation in, most areas of civic life. The result has 
been a concentration on the ways in which such assemblies were in tension with surrounding 

3 On social aspects of 1 Peter, see Schroger 1981; Balch 1981, 1986; Elliott 1990 [198 1], Elliott 1986a; Downing 
1988; Feldmeier 1992; Winter 1994. On the Apocalypse, see Aune 1981; Collins 1984; Schiissler Fiorenza 1985; 
Hemer 1986; Thompson 1990; Bauckham 1993; Scobie 1993; Slater 1998; Royalty 1998. On the Pastorals see 
MacDonald 1988; Kidd 1990. On Colossians and Ephesians, see Arnold 1992 [1989], 1996 [1995]; Broekhoven 
1997. On Ignatius, see Malina 1978; Schoedel 1980; Maier 1991. 




society to the neglect of evidence regarding how these assemblies continued to live within the city 
and empire. 

John H. Elliott’s (1990 [198 1]) approach to the social situation and strategy of 1 Peter is in 
some respects representative of this sectarian-focused position. Employing a sociological model 
developed by Bryan R. Wilson, Elliott categorizes Christian groups in the provinces of Asia Minor 
as “sects,” suggesting further that 1 Peter’s strategy is to further heighten the sectarian stance of 
these groups. Harry O. Maier (1991, 163-68) takes a similar approach to assemblies addressed by 
Ignatius, emphasizing the “sectarian identity of the Asian churches.” For Elliott, the most 
important characteristics of these sects are their tensions with and separation from society. The 
typical Christian assembly in Asia Minor, he stresses, was an exclusive “community set apart from 
the routine affairs of civic and social life” (Elliott 1990 [1981], 79). In this respect, Elliott’s 
characterization of Christian assemblies stands in continuity with the traditional, conflict-oriented 
portrait of group-society interaction among synagogues. 

Despite the contributions scholars such as Elliott make, there are difficulties with this sort of 
approach. Elliott correctly emphasizes the distinctive identity of Jesus-followers: they distinguished 
themselves from surrounding society in many respects and refrained from participation in certain 
areas of life within the city, especially ritual life associated with honoring Greek or Roman gods and 
goddesses. There were also clear tensions between some assemblies and society. However, the way 
in which Elliott applies the sectarian model leads him to oversimplify the complexities of group- 
society relations and to neglect other evidence which does not so readily fit the sectarian model. 
Although 1 Peter advocates separation from certain aspects of society and culture, there are other 
values, conventions and practices of civic life which that author apparently does accept or, even, 
promote. Challenging Elliott’s approach, David L. Balch’s works (1981, 1986) draw attention to 
some degree of acculturation evident within 1 Peter. This includes the use and adaptation of 
commonly accepted “Greco-Roman” values concerning relationships within the household 
between master and slave, and husband and wife (l Peter 2:18-3:7). 

Furthermore, there is 1 Peter’s advocation of respecting and honoring the emperor and others 
in authority (l Peter 2:11-17). This is a potential area of participation in civic life that Elliott does 
not adequately address due to his focus on sectarianism. Looking at this advice to Jesus-followers 
in Asia Minor in light of the practices of other associations and synagogues in the same region may 
reveal a more complicated picture of Christian assemblies. The usual sectarian-focused approach 
simply does not do justice to all the evidence. 

There are similar difficulties with some scholarly attempts to explain the social context of 
John’s Apocalypse. This is a first-century document which is clearly concerned with the 
relationship between followers of Jesus and society and the author has particular opinions about 
imperial cults and connections specifically (esp. Rev 13, 17-18). The traditional approach to the 
Apocalypse views the hostile and sectarian perspective of the author as representative of actual 
viewpoints and relations of most Jesus-followers. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza (1985), for instance, 
views the futuristic visions involving enforced worship of the beast and martyrdoms as a reflection 
of actual conditions faced by Christians in western Asia Minor during the time of Domitian (81-96 
CE). She argues that the Apocalypse’s invective against Rome and the emperors is a “fitting 
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response” to this sociopolitical situation. From this viewpoint, the majority of the recipients of this 
writing would have identified with John’s sectarian perspective. Most Christians, it is suggested, 
would therefore have removed themselves from participation in imperial honors and connections 
within civic life. This understanding of the Apocalypse also finds expression in common 
assumptions within scholarship concerning a fundamental antagonism between early Christ- 
devotees and the Roman empire generally. Often this is expressed in terms of a conflict between the 
“cult of Christ” ( Christkult ) and the “cult of Caesar” ( Kaiserkult ), as Adolf Deissmann put it. 4 

This oversimplified approach to the Apocalypse and to early Christianity generally is highly 
problematic. Recent studies by scholars such as Adela Yarbro Collins (1984) and Teonard T. 
Thompson (1990) suggest a more complex relation between rhetoric and reality with regard to the 
Apocalypse. The futuristic visions of John the seer do not directly represent the actual conditions in 
Roman Asia in the time of Domitian. There is a lack of evidence for any extensive, imperial- 
initiated persecution during this period. Nor is there evidence that Domitian’s principate witnessed 
an increase or fundamental change in the promotion or significance of imperial cults in Asia 
Minor. 

We need to reassess the relationship between John’s Apocalypse, life within the congregations, 
and sociocultural realities within the cities. This is especially true when it comes to issues 
concerning imperial cults. We can no longer simply assume that the sectarian stance and hostile 
perspectives of the Apocalypse represent actual relations between most congregations and various 
dimensions of surrounding culture. Instead, we need to consider a range of evidence concerning 
the actual imperial-related practices ofjesus-followers, viewing this in light of the activities of both 
synagogues and other associations in the same region. Moreover, there was a range of possibilities 
among both Christian assemblies and Judean synagogues with regard to interaction with, 
participation in, or separation from specific social and cultural aspects of life within the city and 
empire. 

Overall, then, the problem is that many scholars do not pay adequate attention to the concrete 
and complex ways in which local associations, synagogues, and assemblies found a place for 
themselves in city and empire. Few have tapped into the vast reservoir of archaeological evidence 
concerning associative life. None have attempted to compare the practices of associations with 
those of synagogues and assemblies in this regard. A variety of resources and methods will assist us 
in rectifying these unbalanced scholarly portraits. 

Methods and Sources 

This study finds its home where the disciplines of Christian Origins, Jewish Studies, Ancient 
History, Epigraphy, Archaeology, and Religious Studies meet, and its methods and sources reflect 
this interdisciplinary character. The overall approach of this study is sociohistorical, which means 
several things. First, I am interested in the actual social and cultural life of persons and groups (from 
different levels of society) living within a particular region of the Roman empire. Social historians 
approach their subject with an attentiveness to the fact that all within society, not just the rich and 

4 Deissmann 1995 [1908]. Cf. Richard A. Horsley 1997. 
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powerful, are worthy of attention and could be significant actors and players within history. 

Material remains and inscriptional evidence provide an important window into social history. 
Second, I am concerned with social relations and, more specifically, with issues regarding the 
relationship between groups and surrounding sociocultural institutions and values. This 
encompasses a variety of issues concerning interactions between groups (associations, synagogues or 
assemblies) and others within the structures of society, including the elites. It also encompasses the 
relation of groups to social and cultural structures, values, symbols, practices, and institutions 
within society. 

Another sociohistorical dimension of this study is its use of methods and insights from the 
social sciences, which can provide new perspectives on society and culture in the ancient 
Mediterranean. Sociological studies of social networks, for instance, will shed light on both the 
formation of associations and on the significance of connections between groups and individuals 
within society. Anthropological insights will help to clarify the meaning of rituals for the emperors 
within associations. Social scientific studies of acculturation and assimilation among cultural 
minorities will clarify the complicated nature of group-society interactions in the case of 
synagogues and assemblies. Yet I will also need to address difficulties in how some scholars of early 
Christianity employ sociological models of sectarianism, for instance. 

It is important to make some preliminary observations about the use of these social scientific 
methods here . 5 I employ insights from the social sciences in a heuristic manner. By this I mean that 
they aid in the formation of questions that help us discover what might otherwise remain 
unnoticed. These methods provide an alternative lens through which to observe ancient society 
and culture, furthering our understanding of phenomena within it. But these methods certainly do 
not serve as substitutes for evidence. 

Furthermore, we need to remain attentive to the fact that many social scientific methods or 
models are developed within modern societies, and that our use of them needs to be cross-culturally 
sensitive and flexible. This requires that we modify or shape them in ways that avoid anachronistic 
approaches to studying ancient societies. Furthermore, evidence for social relations in ancient 
societies is fragmentary in comparison to the data available to a sociologist studying a modern 
society. What we get, at best, is snapshots of social relations at a particular time and place. It is not 
always clear how (or whether) we can generalize from these snapshots about the moving picture 
which is social reality. Despite these unfortunate limitations, social scientific insights assist us in 
formulating questions and making better sense of the evidence we do have. 

The principal sources for this study are literary, archaeological and epigraphic. Although 
evidence for associations is derived primarily from inscriptions, there are some references to these 
groups in literature, especially references to associations’ involvements in what upper-class authors 
in the ancient world considered noteworthy historical incidents (e.g. civic disturbances and 
authorities’ control of them). Evidence for synagogues in Roman Asia is also primarily epigraphic, 
though documents preserved by Josephus and other writings such as the Sibylline Oracles also 
provide some useful information. In the case of Christ-devotees, the evidence happens to be solely 

5 On social scientific approaches to ancient history and early Christianity see, for example: Carney 1975: Malina 
1981; Finley 1985; Elliott 1993a; Holmberg 1990; White 1992. On history and the social sciences, see Burke 1992 
[1980]. 
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literary, and I discuss the reasons for this lack of material remains in chapter eight. Literary sources 
pertinent to this region, including John’s Apocalypse, 1 Peter, the Pastoral epistles, Ignatius’ epistles, 
the Acts of Paul, and the Martyrdom of Polycarp, will occupy us primarily in the third part of this 
study 

Archaeological sources and methods are fundamental to this study. Buildings, monuments, 
plaques, statues, and other artifacts are an essential source of information concerning life in the 
ancient world, often providing an alternative perspective to that offered by literary sources produced 
by the elites. Most information about associations, as with local social and cultural life generally, 
comes from extant Greek and Latin texts inscribed in stone for different purposes (epigraphy). 

These inscriptions include gravestones (epitaphs); decrees or regulations of cities or groups; official 
decisions and letters of local magistrates, governors or emperors; and various kinds of monumental 
honors presented by individuals, groups, and civic institutions for benefactors (whether humans or 
gods) in response to benefits conferred or desired. These include dedications of altars, plaques, 
statues, and buildings (see the figures throughout this study for visual examples). Epigraphic 
evidence provides a window into concrete and otherwise obscure aspects of life. “Though we must 
always be conscious of how much inscriptions will not tell us,” states Fergus Millar (1983, 81), “it is 
still the case that inscriptions, read in bulk, provide the most direct access which we can have to the 
life, social structure, thought and values of the ancient world.” Much progress has been made in the 
collection and translation of inscriptions and papyri pertaining to associations since the first edition 
of this book in 2003. In particular, Richard S. Ascough, John S. Kloppenborg, and myself have 
published both the one-volume Associations in the Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook (Baylor 
University Press, 2012) and the multi-volume scholarly Greco-Roman Associations (de Gruyter, 

2012- ). Furthermore, the collection and translation of inscriptions and papyri continues in an 
online database: Associations in the Greco-Roman World: A Companion to the Sourcebook 
<http://philipharland.com/greco-roman-associations/>. Throughout the present work, you may 
click on an inscription’s abbreviation or on category links to be taken to a specific inscription or 
papyrus, where original Greek or Latin texts and an English translation is often provided. 

The value and significance of these artifacts is certainly not limited to their texts, and I try to 
remain attentive to the visual and symbolic messages of archaeological remains. The building 
remains of associations that have been uncovered, for instance, communicate something about what 
these groups did and what they felt was important. Paul Zanker’s study on the Power of Images in 
the Age of Augustus (1988, 3) vividly demonstrates how visual imagery and the pictorial language of 
monuments, statues, buildings, ceremonies, and other objects “reflects a society’s inner life and gives 
insight into people’s values and imagination that often cannot be apprehended in literary sources.” 
At various points in this study I draw attention to the symbolic significance of monuments and 
buildings. Monumentalizing (as I call the activity of erecting such monuments and inscriptions) 
could involve concrete statements or assertions regarding the place of an individual, group, or 
community within society and the cosmos, as we shall see. 

Having noted the great evidential value of inscriptions, it is important to remain aware of the 
difficulties involved in using such sources. First of all, there is the paucity and partial nature of 
epigraphic evidence. Only certain types of activities, mentioned above, were recorded in stone. 
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Added to this is that inscriptions which have been discovered and published represent only a small 
portion of those that did exist or which may be discovered in the future. There are difficulties, then, 
in deciding whether a particular piece of evidence is or is not representative of common practices 
or social relations. Moreover, the material remains we do possess reflect only a small portion of 
social and cultural life in antiquity; they certainly do not provide a complete picture. A second 
related difficulty is that there is often a lack of context for interpreting a specific inscription. 
Information for a particular person or group may derive solely from one fragmentary and partially 
reconstructed inscription, and sometimes the inscription may lack indication of date or context. 
This is why inscriptions should be studied in bulk with attention to regional factors. Studying 
groups of inscriptions can tell us something about life in the ancient world that an individual 
gravestone cannot. Finally, we should not imagine that the problems of interpretation disappear 
when we are working with concrete remains, presuming that these sources speak to us in an 
uncomplicated manner. 

In some respects, my approach to archaeological evidence differs from some other scholars who 
have used material remains to shed light on early Christian history and literature. Colin J. Hemer’s 
(1986) study of the opening letters of John’s Apocalypse illustrates a common approach to 
archaeological evidence among some scholars. Hemer systematically works through the opening 
letters of the Apocalypse attempting to correlate references in the literary evidence to the concrete 
local environments of the seven cities. Archaeological materials are often removed from their 
broader contexts. For Hemer, the Christian literary evidence dictates the selection and 
interpretation of artifacts from the Greco-Roman world. 

My method is quite different as I attempt to approach artefactual evidence concerning social 
and cultural phenomena in local contexts on their own terms before turning to questions of how this 
might shed light on early Christianity or Judaism. Epigraphic and archaeological evidence should 
not merely be interpreted in light of literary evidence produced by those who were educated. 

Rather material remains should be understood on their own terms, realizing that they can provide 
alternative views of social realities. 



Outline of this Study 

The book is divided into three main parts, dealing with associations in Roman Asia (chapters 1-3), 
associations and imperial aspects of society (chapters 4-6), and synagogues and congregations 
within cities in this same region (chapters 7-9). 

Part one introduces associations, their internal lives and their environments. Along with its links 
to the primary sources, this part could readily be used on its own as an introduction to associations 
in courses on Greco-Roman religions or on social life in antiquity. The first chapter provides an 
overview of the inscriptional evidence for associations in Roman Asia, clarifying what groups are 
encompassed by this study. I use the term “associations” to refer to small, unofficial groups (usually 
between 10-50 members) that met together on a regular basis for a variety of social, ritual, funerary, 
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and other purposes . 6 By “unofficial” I mean that such groups were not established or financially 
supported by civic or provincial institutions in an ongoing way. The first chapter elaborates on this 
definition and provides a typology of associations, focusing on social networks and issues of 
composition. I then turn to a general outline of the internal life of these groups, discussing inter- 
connected social, cubic, and funerary functions which provided members of these groups with a 
sense of belonging (chapter two). In the process, I challenge a tradition within scholarship which 
tends to stress the social side of association-life to the neglect of other dimensions, including the 
importance of honors for deities. Chapter three considers the civic framework and the place of 
associations within the context of the city (polis) in the eastern part of the Roman empire, the Greek 
East. It is quite common for scholars to speak of associations (including the mysteries) as symptoms 
of decline, as compensatory phenomena in a period of social, cultural, and political degeneration. 
Yet this approach is problematic as the evidence for associations clearly shows. 

Part two focuses on associations and imperial aspects of society and culture in the Roman 
province of Asia. These chapters provide extensive evidence concerning the interactions of 
associations within society and culture under Roman rule, which forces us to re-evaluate the 
predominant tension-centred approach of most scholarship. This material sheds light on the 
concrete ways in which these groups claimed and maintained a place for themselves in the city and 
empire. First I address the significance of the emperors and cubic honors for these “revered ones” 
within the internal ritual life of associations (chapter four). Contrary to a common scholarly 
paradigm, imperial cubs were not solely political phenomena of little significance for the populace 
at the local level. These activities directed at the emperors and imperial family - or imperial gods, as 
I sometimes call them for convenience - also tell us something about how associations and their 
members understood their place within society and the cosmos. Second, I focus on external 
relations of associations. Evidence concerning ongoing positive interactions between associations and 
officials (local or provincial) and emperors (chapter five) should lead us to re-evaluate areas of 
tension, such as the intermittent involvement of associations in civic unrest and the intervention of 
imperial authorities (chapter six). Moreover, these imperial connections among associations 
illustrate mechanisms that linked inhabitants to the civic community and to Roman imperial power, 
holding the empire together. I also assess the symbolic significance of monumentalizing, 
suggesting that acts of erecting monuments and buildings could be concrete claims about one’s 
place within society and the cosmos. 

Part three focuses on Judean synagogues and Christian congregations that lived alongside these 
other associations within the cities of Asia Minor. As with the chapters on associations, I re- 
evaluate the place of diverse groups within the social and cultural framework of city and empire. I 
begin by addressing theoretical and methodological issues in the comparison of groups in antiquity 
(chapter seven). It is quite common for scholars to categorize Judean synagogues and Christian 
assemblies as “sects” in a sociological sense, stressing their separation from, and conflict with, 

6 I exclude from primary consideration groups such as: the official age-based organizations of the gymnasia ( paides , 
epheboi, neoi, gerontes/gerousia)', boards of functionaries officially involved in the ongoing management of civic 
sanctuaries or institutions: and, guilds of professional athletes (devoted to Herakles) or Dionysiac performers (actors, 
musicians, dancers), which often played an ongoing official role in civic festivals and engaged in somewhat 
exceptional diplomatic relations. For recent studies on Dionysiac performers, see Le Guen 2001 and Aneziri 2003. 
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surrounding society. This approach does not adequately account for variations among these groups 
and often obscures evidence regarding complexities in the interactions between groups and society. 
Insights from the social sciences on acculturation and dissimilation among cultural minority groups 
will provide a more fruitful approach to the question. Archaeological and inscriptional evidence for 
synagogues within the cities in Roman Asia will serve as a case in point, challenging the sectarian 
portrait and preparing the way for an extensive treatment of other primary evidence on imperial 
honors within both synagogues and congregations. 

Comparing diverse associations with both synagogues and assemblies draws attention to areas 
of participation and non-participation, positive interaction and tension, among Judeans and Christ - 
devotees in relation to imperial and other aspects of civic life under Roman rule. There is 
substantial primary evidence concerning the participation of a significant number of synagogues and 
assemblies in imperial honors or connections (chapter eight). Re-reading this evidence of positive 
interactions within society in light of the discussion of associations in earlier chapters suggests that a 
broadly sectarian understanding of many synagogues and assemblies is no longer plausible. 
Moreover, there was a spectrum of perspectives and practices among both Judean and Christian 
groups (and individuals or leaders) regarding what degree of participation in imperial and other 
aspects of civic life was acceptable, ranging from the more open or moderate approaches of the 
Nicolaitans, 1 Peter and the Pastorals to the clearly sectarian approach of John’s Apocalypse. 

In light of this evidence for positive interactions, we need to reconsider other areas of tension, 
particularly with respect to Judeans’ and Christians’ non-participation in honoring the deities of 
others, including the emperors as gods (chapter nine). There has been, and continues to be, a 
strong tendency within scholarship to inflate the importance of imperial cults specifically in regard 
to issues of persecution and negative group-society relations. The result has been a portrait that 
wrongly sees imperial cults or worship of the emperors as the heart of a conflict between early 
Christianity and Roman society. It seems that most, or virtually all, Judeans and Christians did 
avoid active or full participation in rituals for the emperors and imperial family as gods. But proper 
attention to the actual nature of imperial cults and persecution (drawing on incidents from the times 
of emperor Trajan, Hadrian, and Antoninus Pius) suggests that this area of non-participation was a 
potential source of tensions only insofar as imperial cults were part and parcel of honors for Greco- 
Roman deities in the cities generally. Re-reading the Apocalypse of John in light of all of this 
furthers our comprehension of its audience and its author’s rhetorical strategy. This shows how this 
particular Judean author perceived and reacted to some realities of life in the cities and in the 
congregations devoted to Christ, responding in a way that was quite different from the approach of 
other fellow Judeans and Jesus-followers in the same region. 

Overall, this study draws attention to the ways in which diverse associations, synagogues, and 
congregations found a place for themselves within cities under Roman rule, despite individual or 
distinctive world views and practices in other regards. It also demonstrates the value in studying 
material remains from local contexts of the ancient Mediterranean. Doing so can provide new 
perspectives on the social history of groups and communities in specific localities, bringing to life 
the diversity of the Greco-Roman world. This can also transform our perceptions of Judeans and 
the closely related Christ-devotees within that world. 
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Part 1: 



Associations in Asia Minor 




1 / Associations: Social Networks and Membership 



Introduction 

Reviewing evidence for associations in an ancient city such as Smyrna, one notices gatherings of 
goldsmiths, fishermen, porters, hymn-singers, Dionysos-devotees, Demeter-devotees, Anubis- 
devotees, Caesar-devotees, Christ-devotees, and Judeans, among others. Before considering the 
place of such groups within the polis (ancient Greek city), it is important to discuss their nature and 
internal makeup and to provide a framework - a typology or taxonomy - for understanding the 
varieties or types of such groups. Here I outline the evidence for associations that existed in Roman 
Asia Minor and deal with questions regarding the social strata represented within these groups. 

It is quite common for scholars to categorize associations based on their main purpose, be it 
religious, funerary or otherwise, but that approach can be problematic. Instead, here I pay special 
attention to the principal social network connections which formed the basis of an association’s 
membership and which continued to inform a group’s self-understanding. As I argue in this 
chapter, associations drew primarily on one (or more) of the following webs of social network 
connections: 

1) links deriving from relationships of the extended family or household; 

2) links arising from shared ethnic identity or geographic origin (i.e. immigrants); 

3) links based on living in the same neighborhood or on the same street; 

4) links formed through occupational activities; and, 

5) links based on attendance at a particular deity’s (or deities’) sanctuary or attendance 
at ritual activities for a certain deity (including initiation into mysteries, for instance). 

It is important to note that the typology I present here is exploratory and is not meant to be applied 
rigidly, for there were many associations that drew membership from more than one of these sets of 
social connections. Nevertheless, there are also many cases when we can detect the principal set of 
linkages that played a key role in the formation and identity of a given association. 

The internal composition of membership in associations varied from one group to the next. 

Yet since the late nineteenth century, many scholars characterize the majority of associations as 
socially homogeneous groups, consisting principally of the poorest segments of society. Instead 
epigraphic evidence from Asia Minor suggests that association membership often reflected the 
social spectrum of urban society with the usual exception of a very small fraction of the population 
discussed below that may be characterized as the “imperial elites.” The composition of groups 
ranged from relatively homogeneous to relatively heterogeneous membership in terms of social 
status and other factors. This insight will also have important implications for assessing the social 
constitution of associations devoted to the Judean God and to Jesus. 
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